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Sahel Agricultural Season Progressing 
Normally in the East, but Poorly in the West 

Rains arrived early but have since been spo
radic across the Sahelian countries this 

season. With the exception of Mauritania (see 
box on p. 2), Senegal, and Gambia, the agricul
tural season is progressing normally (figure 1 ), 
but dry periods will necessitate close monitor
ing. The seasons in the Sudanian and Sahelian 
agroclimatic zones are, as often happens, show
ing somewhat different patterns. 

Sudanian Zone 
The rains arrived early across the Sudanian 
zone, but unusual dryness followed, causing 
planting delays, resowing, and crop failure in 
some areas. The rains have increased again, and 
crop development is now generally progressing 
well. However, in some areas dryness at critical 
periods in the crop growth cycle has had severe 
effects. For example, reports from southern 
Senegal and Gambia indicate that crop losses 
have occurred as a result of a 9-day dry period 
in mid· July, during maize tasseling. 

In spite of below-normal rainfall from late 
June to late July across Sikasso Region and the 
southern parts of Kayes, Koulikoro, and Segou 
Regions of Mali, most planting was finished 

before it got too dry, and soils were sufficiently 
moist to support early growth. As of late July, 
the area sown to millet, sorghum, maize, and 
cotton was about 25 percent greater than at 
the same time last year. 

In eastern and central Burkina Faso, good 
rainfall at the end of July brought relief from a 
4-week dry period. Planting in those areas 
should be completed by early August, and if ad
equate short-season sorghum, millet, or maize 
seed is available to farmers, this season's cereal 
production could be close to normal. In the 
southwest.early plantings were generally suc
cessful, and moisture conditions remain favor· 
able for crop growth. 

Dryness from mid-May to mid-June in Chad 
caused unusual planting delays and resowing 
of food crops, such as cocoyam, millet, sorghum, 
peanuts, and rice. In the rice plains of Mayo
Kebbi and Tandjile, rice planting was delayed 
until the arrival of the rains, which were so 
heavy that they flooded the fields and pre· 
vented many farmers from planting. The Na
tional Development Office (ONDR) estimates 
that the area planted to food crops has de
creased by 12 percent since last year, because 
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farmers have responded to increased cotton 
prices by planting more of their fields to cotton. 

Sahelian Zone 
The Sahelian zone also received rains earlier 
than usual this season, but it also experienced 
dry periods. Dryness in late July and early Au· 
gust as the rains receded southward into the 
Sudanian zone appeared to indicate an early 
end to the rainy season, but in mid·August the 
rains returned closer to their normal location 
for this time of year. Only in northern Senegal 
and Mauritania have rains continued at un
seasonably low levels. 

In the rain-fed agricultural zone of Mopti Re
gion and the northern parts of Kayes, Koulikoro, 
and Segou Regions in Mali, sowing began early 
in response to June rains, but slowed in July 
due to dry weather. The areas most affected 
were in northern Kayes, Mopti, and Koulikoro 
Regions, where many farmers had to replant 
their cereal crops. In spite of the dry spell, rain
fall in mid-July across most of the zone was ad
equate to allow planting to continue through 
the end of the month. According to Govern
ment statistics for Kayes and Mopti Regions, the 
area planted to millet, sorghum, maize, and rice 
is about twice that planted at the same time 
last year. 



Northern Burkina Faso received good rain· 
fall throughout July, resulting in excellent early 
growing conditions in Soum, Seno, Oudalan, 
and Yatenga Provinces, which are usually ce· 
real deficit areas. The area received heavy rains 
during July, providing good soil moisture for 
sowing. Above-average rainfall at the end of 
the month allowed completion of sowing, 
good seedling establishment, and good vege· 
tative development. 

The dryness that prevailed early this season 
in Chad's dry corridor extending from Batha 
Prefecture toward the southern tip of the 
country, in Logone Oriental. has ended with 
above-normal rainfall. Travelers report that 
rangeland in Batha Prefecture has seldom 
been this green at this ti me of year. The wadis 
in the east- Biltine, Ouadda,, Salamat, Batha, 
and Guera Prefectures-ha ve flooded more 
than they have in recent memory, although 
those in southwestern Guera Prefecture re
main below normal,as do those in parts of 
southern Chari Baguirmi Prefecture, Tandjile 
Prefecture.and part of Logone Occidental 
Prefecture. 

A dry spell in July combined with the late 
start of rains in many agricultural areas of 
Niger has led to greatly varied stages of crop 

Poor Prospects for Mauritania's Rain-Fed Harvest 

Prospects for Mauritania's current rain-fed agricul
tural season- which normally accounts for 

roughly 40 percent of annual cereal production- are 
very poor. While good rains early in June encouraged 
planting, rainfall between mid-June and the end of July 
was less than half of normal {figure 2). Except in low
lying areas, sorghum and millet crops planted in early 
June have dried up, with many fields having to be re
planted three or four times. Except for very low-yield, 
short-cycle varieties, it is unlikely that crops planted 
July will mature. 

Off-season crop production- the remaining hope 
for small-scale farmers- is also likely to be affected by 
the lack of rainfall. These crops are sown in soils moist
ened by rainwater captured behind dams or in the wolo 
{recessional) areas left as flooding rivers (see box 
below) subside. Except for a few areas, such as the Af. 
tole and Maghta-Lahjar, rainfall thus far has been in
sufficient to fill the small reservoirs behind dams. The 
important wolo harvest is also likely to be below aver· 

development across the agricultural zone. In 
general, farmers have finished planting and 
crops are well established. The arrondisse· 
ments of Maine Soroa, Diffa, and Tan out. how· 
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age, be<ause rainy season flooding is well below normal 
for !his time of year. 

Pas lures are also in very poor condition. Pas1oralists 
are liquidating I heir animals al very low prices: callle 
prices in norlhern 8rakna and Gorgol \Vilayas have 
fallen 80 percen~ from UM60,000 {US$400) 10 
UM12,SOO {US$83). Prices of 01her animals have also 
fallen drastically. 

ever, are in poor shape: farmers have not 
planted in some areas, and pest attacks and 
drought in others have forced farmers to 
replant. 

Agreement Awaited on Manantali Dam Water Releases 

In Mauri1ania, 20 10 30 percen1 of annual sorghum and millet produClion and an even 
grea1er proporlion of many small-scale farmers' subsistence production (70 percen1 in 

Trarza Region) come from 1he cultivation of sorghum in river recessional areas, moslly 
along lhe Senegal River,immediately following 1he rainy season.Officials of 1he Senegal 
River Basin Oevelopmenl Organization {OMVS) have es1ima1ed 1hat in normal years, 
53 perceni of 1he waler in 1he Senegal River comes from behind the Manan1ali Dam in 
Mali. 

OMVS officials have proposed a schedule of water relMses from September through 
November 1ha1 would allow for recessional agricultural production on approximately 
S0,000 ha in Mauritania and Senegal. For the waler releases to proceed, represen1a1ives of 
1he 1hree member states benefi1in9 from the dam-Senegal, Mauritania, and Mali
must agree on the liming and amounts. Unfortuna1ely,a9reement was nol reached al a 
July ministerial meeling in 8amako.Anolher meeting of lhe three counlries' representa· 
tives is scheduled for Augus1 2010 22 in Dakar. 

Somalia 
The gu {main season) harvest is under way in 
southern Somalia and will start in the north· 
west (Somaliland) in October. A dry spell in 
May resulted in the widespread failure of early 
sown maize in the northwest, and farmers had 
to replant when rains resumed in June. In 
southern Somalia, crops were generally in 
good condition throughout the season. 

The Somalia Food Security Unit estimates 
national gu cereal production at about 
241,000 MT. This level is 37 percent lower than 
the prewar average (383,000 MT). Although 
national figures for 1996 and 1997 do not dif • 
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fer, variations at regional and district levels are 
significant. It is likely that the May drought in 
the northwest has caused a significant decline 
in maize production, from 21,000 MT last year 
to an estimated 8,000 MT this year. In the 
sou1h, maize production has increased by more 
than 20 percent while sorghum production has 
remained nearly the same as last year. 

The gu harvest will provide enough cereals 
to meet national coarse-grain needs for about 
SY, months, through the deyr {secondary) har· 
vest in January. After two consecutive crop fail· 
ures in many areas of southern Somalia, this is 
good news. However, in some districts in the 

sorghum belt of Bay, Bakool. and Belet Wein 
Regions, many households produced only 
enough to cover up to 2 months' consumption 
needs. Although much of the shortfall will be 
covered by trade and other sources of income, 
vulnerability levels for the populations in these 
districts are expected to increase in late 1997 
{figure 3). 

WFP completed its targeted distribution of 
3,240 MT of free food aid to more than 300,000 
recipients in southern Somalia on July 28. 
Some of the food aid arrived late.at the begin· 
ning of the harvest, but any impact on local 
markets is likely to be small and short lived. 

FEWS bulletin AFfl/97·08, August 25, 1997 



Somalia-Districts With 
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Ethiopia 
The 1997 belg (secondary season) harvest in 
Ethiopia is now generally complete. Total pro· 
duction is estimated to be 43 percent less 
than the bumper 1996 belg harvest,and pro· 
duction in the major belg zones of the north· 
ern highlands this year is estimated to be as 
much as 51 percent below last year. Cereal 
prices increased in most reporting markets 
during July, making it more costly for house· 
holds to purchase grains from the market. 

During July, the meher (main season) rains 
in Ethiopia were weak and erratic. In eastern 
Amhara, eastern Tigray, and northeastern 
Oromiya Regions, poor rainfall during most of 
July led to drought stress for emerging wheat 
and barley crops. In the central and northern 
parts of the Southern Region, rains resumed 
during the second half of July, allowing crops 
to recover from the earlier dry spell. In west· 
em Ethiopia, rains were adequate for normal 
agricultural activities. Preliminary indications 
are that the 1997 me/Jerharvest in Ethiopia 
will be considerably lower than the bumper 
meher harvests of the two previous years. 
However, it should be near average if rains 
continue through mid-September and if late· 
season conditions are favorable for harvest. 

Following the poor belg harvest, the Disas· 
ter Prevention and Preparedness Commission 
has increased its estimates of needy popula· 
tions and food aid requirements for 1997. The 
combined effects of the poor 1997 belg har· 
vest, the poor 1996 meher harvest in some 
pockets, and less-than-favorable 1997 meher 
prospects have elevated vulnerability in many 
rural localities. Furthermore, the Emergency 
Food Security Reserve is at less than one· 
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quarter of its planned level because of exten· 
sive borrowing from it and recent difficulties 
in realizing the local purchases needed for re· 
stocking it. To help meet the anticipated food 
aid needs, USAID/Ethiopia has proposed pro
viding 20,000 MT of wheat. The Disaster Pre
vention and Preparedness Commission plans 
to borrow this amount from the reserve for 
immediate use, to be replaced when the food 
aid arrives from the United States. 

Southern Sudan 
Rainfall was erratic and poorly distributed 
across southern Sudan during July, but suffi· 
cient to permit planting of the second crop of 
this season or the replanting of crops lost to 
the May- June dry spell. Pasture conditions are 
generally good, and most livestock are 
healthy. 

Returning refugees and internally displaced 
persons in Kapoeta, Torit, Kajo Kaji, and parts 
of Yei and Tambura Counties were the popula
tions most severely affected by the May- June 
dry spell. Nongovernmental organizations re
port that first-crop yields are likely to be less 
than half of normal in these areas, although 
first crops only constitute approximately a 
quarter of total annual crop production. Early 
season flooding along the Nile and its tribu· 
taries has been less troublesome this year, 
however, and a better harvest of short-season 
sorghum is anticipated. 

Food deliveries by WFP and nongovern
mental organizations proceeded smoothly in 
most areas during July, in contrast to previous 
months. However, low stocks in Lokichokio, 
the main staging center in Kenya for ship· 
ments into southern Sudan, have slowed de· 

Southern Sudan 
Current Displaced and 
Returnee Populations 
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liveries of food to stressed populations. Ade
quate food aid is still not reaching stressed 
populations in Tonj, Torit, Kajo Kaji, and Yei 
Counties. 

Tens of thousands of Sudanese refugees 
have been returning from northern Uganda 
since April (figure 4), partly in response to de· 
teriorating security in Uganda and partly in 
response to opportunities for resettlement 
created by recent exchanges of territory be· 
tween warring parties. The majority of re· 
turnees planted crops late in the season, due 
to the late arrival of seeds from UN agencies 
and nongovernmental organizations, and the 
crops died during the dry spell. With the 
resumption of rains, some returnees have 
started planting second crops.Vulnerable pop
ulations in these areas need food assistance. 

East Africa 

Kenya 
The long-rains maize harvest has begun at 
the lower elevations in Kenya's Central, 
Coast, Eastern, and Nyanza Provinces and 
will begin in late August at the higher eleva· 
tions in those Provinces and in Western 
Province. In the important maize surplus dis· 
tr icts in Rift Valley Province, crop conditions 
are good and maize harvest (October to De· 
cember) prospects have improved. Harvest· 
ing of the bean crop is complete throughout 
the country. The Ministry of Agriculture esti· 
mates total long-rains bean production at 
216,000 MT, well below the 1993- 96 long· 
rains average of 324,000 MT. This is Kenya's 
second consecutive year of poor bean 
production. 

Pasture conditions remained favorable in 
July, and pastoralists have begun normal sea· 
sonal migrations to dry-season grazing areas. 
In lsiolo, Samburu, and Turkana District and in 
parts ofWajir District, however, livestock raid· 
ing has prevented pastoralists from moving 
herds to prime grazing areas. Livestock con· 
centrated in secure areas have depleted pas· 
ture and water, and if security does not 
improve in these districts, livestock condi· 
tions will deteriorate, eroding recent im· 
provements in pastoralist welfare. 

Maize prices in most markets are still sig· 
nificantly higher than at this time in 1996, 
but since July, with the actual or anticipated 
arrival of newly harvested maize, they have 
begun falling in many rural markets. In the 
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lower elevations of Central, Eastern, and 
Nyanza Provinces, maize prices fell only 
5 percent between June and July. Prices in 
these areas should fall further in August, 
when the bulk of the harvest occurs, but the 
poor harvest outlook portends a quick return 
to higher prices. Bean prices have fallen be· 
tween 30 and 40 percent, but are still un· 
seasonably high in both rural and urban 
markets, reflecting the poor harvest outcome. 

WFP has requested donor support for a 
4-month extension of its Emergency Opera· 
tions Program (EMOP) in the northeastern 
districts of lsiolo, Mandera, Marsabit, Moyale, 
and Waj ir, where recovery of pastoralist 
households is still tenuous. The current EMOP 
is scheduled to conclude in mid-August, and 
funds are still needed to complete the origi· 
nal program. In marginal agricultural areas, 
Government relief food distributions will be 
scaled back in August and September but 
will continue until the harvest early next 
year. 

Tanzania 
Seasonably dry weather in July facilitated 
harvesting of the masika (long-rains season) 
crops in Tanzania, which are replenishing on
farm stocks. However, with an estimated na
tional food deficit of approximately 
500,000 MT (based on preliminary Ministry of 
Agriculture and Cooperatives crop produc
tion forecasts), localized deficits in Regions 
that experienced poor masika harvests will 
be hard to fill. A multiagency assessment 
mission to the drought-hit areas of Arusha, 
Dodoma, Kilimanjaro, Mara, Mwanza, 
Shinyanga, Singida, Tabora, and Tanga Re· 
gions will report its findings and make initial 
estimates of relief needs for these popula· 
tions in late August. 

To determine how much domestic prices 
would have to increase before private traders 
could cover the costs of importing maize 
through the port of Oar es Salaam, FEWS did 
some preliminary calculations comparing 
July prices of domestic maize in Oar es 
Salaam and towns in deficit areas with the 
current import parity price of maize (minus 
tariffs). Given a domestic wholesale maize 
price in Oar es Salaam of USS190/MT (USS 1 = 
T Sh600) for bagged stocks and an import 
parity price of USS230/MT for South African 
maize, domestic prices in Oar es Salaam 
would have to increase at least 20 percent. 
For interior markets, domestic prices, already 
high, would have to increase by 75 to 
100 percent. 

4 

This analysis suggests that imports 
through Dar es Salaam are not likely to pen· 
etrate far into rural markets, but could sup
ply the main urban market of Dar es Salaam 
as domestic prices increase over the next 
couple of months. Because market integra
tion between surplus and deficit areas 
within Tanzania is poor, prices in deficit 
areas probably will rise beyond the purchas
ing capacity of some drought-affected 
households. 

Rwanda 
Rwanda's season B crops are mostly har
vested, and farmers are cult ivating season C 
crops on the 20 percent of the country's land 
that has adequate soil moisture during the 
dry months of July and August. Farmers 
plant potatoes and vegetables in the sea· 
sonal wetlands in high-altit ude (1,800 m or 
more above sea level) zones on lands under 
a dense banana canopy, or on irrigated 
lands. Season C production is of minor im
portance at the national level, but very sig· 
nificant in Kibungo Prefecture, where many 
returned refugees have settled. Growing 
conditions this season have been mixed, 
with an initial hot and especially dry spell 
being followed by light rains in the first 
week of August. 

On July 17, the Government of Rwanda 
requested pledges of approximately 
US$6.8 million for seeds and tools for 1998 
season A; donors have already committed 
about 45 percent of this amount. A commit
tee in each Prefecture will organize the free 
distributions, targeting recent returnees and 
vulnerable groups. Farmers are reconstitut · 
ing their depleted herds of livestock (fig
ure 6), but the manure that they need to 
bolster soil fertility and crop yields remains 
scarce. 

Commodity prices are declining with the 
arrival of the season B harvest on the mar
ket, but they remain high compared with 
those of a year ago due to a general bean 
shortage in the Great Lakes region and the 
slow recovery of Rwandan agriculture fol
lowing the war. 

WFP ended its general food distribution 
to returning refugees in June, except 
through the two stations in Butare and Ki
bungo Prefectures. Future distributions to 
returning refugees will provide for 2 months 
of rations and will be carried out by local au
thorities in collaboration wit h Government 
Ministries. 

Rwanda-Slow Progress 
Reconstituting 
Livestock .. 
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The first-season rains in the southern half of 
Uganda started and ended late, delaying the 
harvest by a month, until August. Farmers 
are anxious to remove mature first-season 
crops from the fields to avoid rain damage 
and to prepare fields in time for the second 
season, which usually begins in August. Sta· 
pie food prices are declining from their un
usually high preharvest peak, albeit slower 
than usual. There have been no revisions to 
previous estimates of a SO-percent decline in 
crop production in the east and a SO-percent 
decline in the bean harvest nationwide. 

Pasture conditions in the northeastern 
Districts of Kotido and Moroto have deterio
rated rapidly because of the dryness prevail· 
ing in that area since May. Pastoralists are 
moving large herds of cattle close to water 
sources in Bokora County, Moroto District, 
and near to the Moroto-Soroti District bor
der 2 months earlier than usual. Pasture and 
water supplies remain available in Mbarara 
District. 

WFP reports that the number of internally 
displaced persons in Bundibugyo District fol
lowing rebel attacks has risen to 71,000-
almost half of the District's population. Most 
displaced households were unable to har· 
vest their crops, and the Government of 
Uganda and WFP, in collaboration with Ac· 
tion Aid, will distribute 757 MT of food in 
Bundibugyo from August through Decem· 
ber. In the northern Districts of Gulu and Kit
gum, the number of internally displaced 
persons has risen to 202,000, or 23 percent 
of the combined population of these Dis
tricts. WFP has requested 24,000 MT of food 
aid assistance for these persons to be dis
tributed as food for work from September 
1997 unti l August 1998. 
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Zimbabwe 
Analysis of past El Nii\o events in Zimbabwe sug
gests that they are associated with an increased 
likelihood of below-normal rainfall in much of the 
country (figure 8). Because rainfall has a significant 
effect on yield, the current El Nino event implies a 
fairly high probability of a below-average harvest. 
The Government has drafted a number of policy 
documents on drought response, but in planning 
and budgeting for the current year, it has been re
luctant to address specifically the increased chance 
of drought. Recent statements by the Minister of 
Agriculture have acknowledged the possibility of a 
poor harvest in the coming year. 

Farmers in the commercial farming sector are 
very aware of the developing El Nino event and the 
possibility of drier-than-normal conditions. In early 
Augusta local newspaper published an article on 
the El Nino event and the probability of drought in 
southern Africa based on information provided by 
the Southern Africa Development Community's 
Food Security Technical and Administrative Unit. 
This article called for member countries to prepare 
for mitigation and drought planning. 

It is still uncertain to what extent communal
sectorfarrners-with more limited access to infor· 
mation- are aware of the increased likelihood of a 
drought.The Zimbabwe Meteorological Service is 
expected to refer to the developing El Nino event in 
its seasonal weather forecast, scheduled to be re
leased sometime in September or October.This 
may be too late to allow farmers to incorporate risk· 
reducing and mitigation measures into their pro· 
duction strategies. 

Southern Africa 

El Nino Update 

The El Nino event currently in progress continues to 
strengthen. Pacific sea surface temperatures, winds, 

air pressure, and cloudiness indicate that for this stage in 
its development, the current event is one of the most se· 
vere yet observed (figure ]).Anticipated effects for Zim
babwe and Zambia are shown in figures 8 and 9. 

A regional forum will meet in Harare.Zimbabwe, in 
early September to strengthen the regional capacity to 
produce, distribute, and use climate forecast information 
in climate-sensitive sectors for the social and economic 
benefit of the region.Participants will include scientists 
and decisionmakers who produce and use climate 
forecasts. 

For more information and updates, visit the FEWS 
World Wide Web site at 
http:// www.info.usaid.gov/fews/fews.html. 

Mozambique 
In Mozambique, the Ministry of Agriculture is 
preparing a contingency strategy for dealing with 
the impact of an El Nino-related drought. Initial 
plans focus on raising awareness about the possi· 
bility of drought, especially in the southern and 
central portions of the country, through an infor· 
mational campaign using local government struc· 
tu res, radio.and the press. Provincial and district 
agricultural staff will advise farmers to pursue risk· 
reducing measures, such as advancing sowing 
dates, planting crops that require less rainfall (small 
grains.sweet potatoes.and cassava),and expand
ing the use of low-lying and river basin areas for 

Drought Mitigation Strategies for 
Zimbabwean Farmers 

Faced with the potential for drought during the 
upcoming cropping season in southern Africa, 

government officials and agriculture specialists are 
considering how they can get the word out to small 
farmers through the media and extension networks. In 
this process, planners and practitioners will examine 
practices that farmers have used to deal with dry 
conditions. 

The recently published Hazards and Opportunities: 
Forming Livelihoods in Drylond Africo: lessons From 
Zimbabwe, by Ian Scoones et al. (Zed Books, 1996),de· 
scribes some of the production systems that Zim
babwe's national farming Systems Research Unit has 
identified in the drought-prone communal lands of 
that country. While noting that preparedness strategies 
must be location and household specific, the authors 
offer examples of practices used by farmers to deal 
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with rainfall variability and risk of crop loss, for 
example: 

• Ory planting of pearl and finger millet is widely prac -
ticed in dry areas and a her drought yea~. because it al
lows for the use of the very first rains. If there is partial 
crop failure and seed is not available for resowing, the 
practice of transplanting from dense areas to areas of 
patchy germination helps maintain yield levels. 

• Movement of cattle herds to low-lying, riverbank,and 
drainage areas allows animals to maintain their fodder 
intake, which herders supplement with tree fruits, 
leaves.and pods, hay preparation,and hand-cutting 
and feeding of green grass- measures that decrease 
animal mortality during severe droughts. 

Hazards and Opportunities provides useful descriptions 
of strategies that farmers in southern Africa have used to 
mitigate the effects of drought. 

Severity of Present 
El Nino Event 
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beans, cowpeas,and groundnuts.A report by the 
National Early Warning Unit shows that the areas 
where crops have been hurt by previous El Nino 
events are concentrated in the south of the coun
try, where the most vulnerable populations are lo
cated, and in the northwestern horn of the country 
near Tete. 

Food surpluses and low cereal prices prevail in 
much of northern Mozambique, but food reserves 
in southern Mozambique are already very low. 
Because of the lack of reliable transportation infra
structure, there is relatively little large-scale, long
distance trade in cereals within Mozambique. 
While exports through official channels have been 
minimal,informal exports have been important in 
some areas. During July, wholesalers reportedly 
purchased large quantities of maize in Nampula 
and Zambezia Provinces for export to Malawi, ben-

Zimbabwe-Increase in 
Risk of Dryness During 
an El Nino Event 
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efiting tanners in these Provinces by driving cereal 
prices higher.This pattern has not extended 
throughout the north, to Niassa, Cabo Delgado, 
and Tete Provinces, where only small infonnal 
traders are actively purchasing grain.and cereal 
prices are unusually low. 

Zambia 
In mid-July, Zambia's Department of Meteorology 
released a preliminary warning, based on the de
veloping El Niiio event (see box on p.5),that the 
upcoming growing season's rainfall is likely to be 
below normal (figure 9).This message was also 
transmitted on a popular radio program for farm
ers. While it is difficult to estimate the level of grain 
stocks held by traders and households, the stability 
of grain prices suggests that the main actors in the 
market feel that current supplies are adequate for 
this time of year. Disappointing rainfall in the com· 
ing weeks, at the start of the growing season, 
would likely lead to a sharp increase in prices in an
ticipation of short supplies in the near future. 

Until recently, Zambia's Food Reserve Agency 
had a commitment from the Grain Marketing 
Board of Zimbabwe to provide 120,000 MT of 
white maize to replenish its security stocks, but 
Zambia was unable to complete the transaction 
due to a lack of funds. In late July, Zimbabwe's 
Grain Marketing Board infom1ed Zambia's Food 
Reserve Agency that it had reduced the amount 
available for purchase to 50,000 MT.Zambia's 
agency has now appealed to private traders for 
help in purchasing this grain.and it is offering spe
cial financing arrangements to encourage their 
participation. As of the deadline for applications, 

Zambia-Increase in 
Risk of Dryness During 
an El Nino Event 
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private traders had submitted tenders for 
52,000MT. 

Malawi 
Malawi's Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation 
(MOAI) released its final 1997 crop estimates in 
July. Smallholder cassava,groundnut and sweet 
potato production estimates were 34, 70,and 
44 percent above 1995/96 levels, respectively, con· 
tinuing an upward trend for these crops. MOAI 
estimated smallholder maize production at 
1,226,000 MT.down 32 percent from 1995/96 pro
duction and 10 percent from the 1991- 96 average, 
and estate maize production at 125,000 MT.bring· 
ing total maize production to 1,351,000 MT- well 
below the estimated national maize consumption 
requirement of 1,830,000 MT. 

MOAI final crop estimates put smallholder to· 
bacco production at 83,566 MT, 21 percent above 
1995/96 production. The average tobacco price of 
US$150/MT is 14 percent lower than it was last 
year, but a 12·percent drop in the dollar exchange 
rate for the Malawian kwacha on July 25 resulted 
in an immediate price increase for tobacco in 
kwacha terms. Many estate tobacco producers had 
marketed their tobacco before the devaluation and 
will not benefit from it, but many smallholders will 
benefit because transport delays prevented them 
from sending their tobacco to the auction floor be· 
fore the end of July. Because smallholders use in· 
tensive management practices on smaller plots 
and thereby produce higher quality tobacco, they 
had been receiving higher prices than estate pro· 
ducers even before the devaluation. 

The kwacha devaluation led to immediate price 
increases of as much as 15 percent for some im
ported goods.This could dampen the flow of lux· 
ury consumer goods from Zimbabwe and South 
Africa- a development that the Central Bank sees 
as favorable, because this trade has been draining 
scarce foreign exchange. 

Private traders are taking advantage of good 
maize harvests in Southern Tanzania, eastern Zam
bia.and northern Mozambique to supply maize to 
the Malawian market.According to the Mozambi· 
can Market Information System, wholesalers in 
Nampula and Zambezia Provinces of Mozambique 
have already purchased large quantities of maize 
for export to Malawi.Such trade is largely undocu· 
mented, so while estimates of its contribution to 
filling Malawi's deficit are not available, it is making 
a contribution to food security in Malawi 
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In re<ent months, rural Sahelians in parts of Chad, 
Mauritania, and Niger have been suffering 

through a particularty difficult hungry season (see 
box below). Evidence of hardship has been readily 
observable on the ground. A donor representative 
traveling through the Chadian subprefe<ture of 
Oum·Hadjer in July learned that women were in 
the bush desperately searching for wild foods.The 
manager of a European-funded proje<t in Niger's 
Tillabery Department described the situation in July 
as alarming, particularly for those trying to work 
their fields while in a physically weakened state.A 
representative of a nongovernmental organization 
in the Trarui area of Mauritania reports that cattle 
are collapsing and dying, while cattle prices in pas· 
toral areas in the south have fallen by 75 percent. 

While the gravity of the situation was evident 
even before the harvest in November 1996 (fig· 
ure 2), the response has been delayed and inade
quate. A donor representative in Niger remarked 
that while the early warning systems had provided 
a good picture of the evolving situation as early as 
September 1996,donors did not respond in any 
significant way until May of this year. Households 
now approach the coming year with exhausted ce
real stocks and limited capacity to absorb future 
shocks. 

Although the current hardship is not as wide
spread as during the drought episode in the mid· 
1980's, the impact on the affected areas and people 

Hungry Season in 
the Sahel 

•• = Sowin9Period •• • Ci'opMiturity 

= Hungry Su son 

Source: FEWS/W 
Figurc 1 FEWS, August 1997 

The hungry season occurs between the beginning of 
field preparation and the harves1, when food sup· 

plies from the previous harves1 are at their lowest and 
energy demands are highest. Depending on the quality 
of the currenl and previous harvests, it could be shor1er 
or longer, but It typically ends shortly before the cereal 
harvest, as cereal prices fall and early crops and gath· 
ered foods become available. 

is dearly acute. The human cost of the failure to de
liver sufficient quantities of assistance promptly is 
difficult to calculate, but it is clear that this season 
will leave a lasting mark on households and com· 
munities. Lives have almost certainly been lost to 
disease, the effects of whicl1 would not have been 
as serious had the victims been adequately nour· 
ished. Many children may see their potential devel· 
opment and future health compromised. 

Given that the seriousness of the situation was 
evident at an early stage, the obvious questions are: 
What went wrong in the Sahel in 1996/97' How 
can this situation be avoided in the future? 

Role of Early Warning 
The principal objective of famine ea~y warning is to 
prevent human hardship by identifying problems 
early enough to deal with them effe<tively. Early re· 
sponse mitigates the effe<ts of food shortages by 
allowing households to retain more of their re
sources so that they are less vulnerable to future 
disruptions.Donors, realizing the costs of waiting for 
a food emergency.are increasingly operating on a 
model in which mitigation is the response of 
choice. 

Early warning programs are sometimes criticized 
for failing to stimulate a response once the alarm 
has been sounded. The situation in the Sahel this 
year provides vivid examples of the need to 
strengthen the linkage between early warning and 
response. 

In Chad, donor coordination appeared to be rel· 
atively good in the early stages of the assessment 
and planning process. Disham1ony arose.however, 
when an international agency responded to the 
low level of donor support and to logistical prob
lems by reducing its estimate of the need for food 
aid. Disagreements also ensued about the level of 
need in different areas of the country and about ap· 
propriate me<hanisms for delivering food aid to the 
vulnerable populations. 

In Mauritania, there was considerable contro· 
versy over the size of the food production deficit. 
While early warning indicators pointed to a poor 
crop, the initial international assessment mission, 
following the Government's advice.released what 
were later acknowledged to be inflated estimates of 
cereal production.Because multilateral and bilateral 
donors rely heavily on these production estimates 
in assessing the need for food aid at the national 

Early Causes for 
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level, this slowed donor reaction to what turned out 
to be a serious situation in certain portions of the 
country.A second mission, with broader participa· 
tion, generated much lower production estimates, 
enabling donors to begin planning their response. 

In Niger, the response to the developing crisis 
was slowed by donors' reluctance to work with an 
administration that had come to power by force. In 
addition to early waming indicators based on crop 
production, it was clear by De<ember 1996 that 
people in certain parts of the Sahelian region were 
experiencing severe difficulties caused by several 
consecutive poor harvests. By February 1997, most 
donor representatives appeared to agree on these· 
riousness of the situation, but they failed to act. 
Contributing to their hesitancy was a lack of coordi· 
nation within the donor community.due in part to 
disagreement over who should take the lead. 



Timeline of 1996 Season 
Development in the 
Sahel 
July 

Rainfall situation wonisome in the Sahel ... 

August 
Rainfall in Niger, Mauritania,and Sahelian Mali 
continues to be inadequate in coverage ... 

September 
Steep millet price inaeases in the Sahel linked to 
concern about upcoming harvest •.• 

October 
large production deficits probable in six 
Prefectures in Chad •.. 

National cereal production deficit likely in 
Niger ... 

November 
14 of 35 arrondissements with below-average 
production this year in Niger ... 

December 
Many in Mauritania will face cereal shortages in 
coming year ... 

Donors planning relief aid for Chad ... 

January 
Parts of Mauritania, Chad and Niger need imme· 
diate food a.ssistance ••• 

Poor production in Nigeria hurting Niger ... 

Why Early Warnings Were Not Heeded 
The failure of policymakers and donors to respond 
promptly to developing food insecurity, despite the 
availability of early warning information.can be 
traced to a variety of factors: 

• It can be difficult to demonstrate convincingly 
that a bona fide emergency exists without ob
serving the situation directly or obtaining rele
vant statistics. n1e vastness of such countries as 
Mauritania, Chad, and Niger, combined with the 
decline in funding for data collection, is an ob
stacle to the collection of sufficient information. 

Tensions between host governments and do
nors and between national governments and 
the different regions of their countries can also 
complicate response activities. Donors are reluc
tant to provide support for govemments that 
they regard as illegitimate. Host country govern
ments at times pursue political objectives that 
conflict with the humanitarian objectives of 
food assistance programs. 

• The strong ·development" orientation of many 
donors may affect their ability to recognize and 
respond to looming food emergencies. Under
standably, many donors prefer to focus on long
term solutions to food insecurity. They may view 
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emergency programs, which are inherently in
efficient as disruptive to the development 
process. 

Drought response methods have changed since 
the last major instance of widespread drought 
in the Sahel. In the past, lead donors had large 
stocks of commodities available, as a byproduct 
of commodity support and assistance programs. 
Now commodities for assistance programs are 
obtained primarily through commercial pur
chases, increasing costs in terms of both money 
and time. Donors are still working through the 
problems involved in determining how much 
food is available for purchase within the region, 
developing appropriate mechanisms for making 
the purchases, and minimizing disruption of 
markets in areas where the purchases are made. 

• Finally, the news media, which have played a 
major role in stimulating action in previous food 
emergencies, are not well placed to cover slow· 
onset phenomena. Droughts- particularly in 
the early stages- are not as telegenic as war 
and pestilence. Many news agencies have, for 
budgetary reasons, reduced their presence on 
the ground. 

Lessons Learned 
The experience in the Sahel over the past year 
brings out several important lessons: 

A normal harvest at the national level does not 
rule out the possibility of significant hardship at 
the level of subnational regions. Certain house
holds may suffer substantial shortfalls even in a 
year in which aggregate production is in the 
normal range. 

In some cases, countries do not have the organi
zation or material resource~ to carry out an ac
ceptable analysis of their food security situation 
on their own. Where credible information on the 
nature and extent of problems cannot be ob
tained from local sources.donors should be pre
pared to collaborate with local institutions in 
carrying out assessments. 

• Donors should help reinforce locally based crop 
monitoring and information systems.Host gov
ernments and donors alike will benefit from an 
increased local capacity for detecting and re
sponding to problems,as well as from an im· 
provement in the quantity and quality of 
information available for development plan
ning. 

Market mechanisms are not always the best 
channel for ensuring that food will move from 
surplus to deficit areas. Furthermore, the pres
ence of food in local markets does not ensure 
that the most needy will have access to it. 

Donors should provide accurate and reliable in
formation on planned assistance. Uncertainty 
about what has been pledged and the quan
tities that will actually be delivered is an im· 
portant obstacle to effective planning and 
collaboration. 

More information is needed on regional cereal 
availability and on the effects of increased pur
chases on local food prices and food access. This 
is essential in view of the increased reliance on 
local purchases as a source of commodities for 
assistance programs.This year.donors in Chad 
and Niger both had designs on the same limited 
quantity of grain available for export from 
northern Nigeria. 

Need for Consensus 
The underlying reason for the ineffective aid re
sponse in the Sahel in 1996/97 was the lack of a 
consensus about the magnitude of food insecurity. 
The importance of achieving such a consensus was 
underscored in the milestone Food Aid Charter rati
fied by the Sahelian Heads of State and donors in 
1990. Article 8 states: 

There can be no real solution to the prob
lems posed by food aid unless donors reach 
a consensus among themselves, in agree· 
ment with the beneficiaries, to coordinate ef
forts and actions. 

Donors lost sight of this point during the past sev
eral months, and they will continue to do so unless 
their headquarters agencies ensure the following: 

Their local representatives understand the need 
for formal donor collaboration and become fully 
engaged in the process. 

Funds are available for special food needs as
sessments when they are needed to clarify the 
situation. 

Their governments promptly review special re
quests for food aid once credible early warning 
has been given. 

Their governments provide accurate and timely 
information to WFP on the quantities of food 
aid, or money for local purchases, approved and 
the scheduled date for arrival in country. 

As t he Millennium Approaches 
The community of nations has the means not only to 
detect well in advance where populations will become 
vulnerable but also to work with beneficiary govern· 
men ts in providing timely relief as needed. There is no 
reason why large numbers of people should be sub· 
jected to extreme hardship, to say nothing of loss of life, 
as a result of severe food shortages caused by drought. 
Donors must not allow undue suffering to prevail sim· 
ply because they are unable to reach consensus. 
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